Radiation oncology is a relatively young specialty that has evolved as a subspecialized discipline over the past 30 years. Although the use of radiation for therapeutic purposes has been studied for the last century, it has only been relatively recently that the formal specialty has been recognized. Originally, training in the use of radiation for therapeutic purposes was included as part of diagnostic radiology residency. Just over 35 years ago, an initiative was put forward to develop specified training programs in the United States in radiation oncology. Currently, as of 2002 to 2003, there are approximately 75 programs that are approved by the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) for training in radiation oncology.
Radiation oncology is a relatively young specialty that has evolved as a subspecialized discipline over the past 30 years. Although the use of radiation for therapeutic purposes has been studied for the last century, it has only been relatively recently that the formal specialty has been recognized. Originally, training in the use of radiation for therapeutic purposes was included as part of diagnostic radiology residency. Just over 35 years ago, an initiative was put forward to develop specified training programs in the United States in radiation oncology. Currently, as of 2002 to 2003, there are approximately 75 programs that are approved by the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) for training in radiation oncology.
The current training environment in the specialty covers a broad range of clinical and scientific material relating to general oncology, application of therapeutic radiation modalities to oncologic disorders, radiobiology, and physics. The residency is currently four years in length following the post-graduate-I year (PGY-I)b. [5] .
These factors (in addition to others) have contributed to the increase in interest in radiation oncology, but there are likely other conditions, which should be considered, that potentially contribute to the continued growth. Generally, radiation oncologists, at least during training, manage disease entities that encompass all organ systems, and this provides an opportunity to interact with colleagues from a variety of specialties, as much of the care in oncology is currently multi-disciplinary. In the past, research opportunities were available during training, and residents were encouraged to pursue clinical and/or translational investigation during their training. Currently, a research experience during training is required of all residents. Given the current structure of most training programs, both with respect to didactic/clinical workload and out of hospital call, opportunities for research endeavors present themselves as viable projects that can be completed in a realistic time frame. End points inclusive of data collection, analysis, and publication may be brought to fruition by the resident in a time-frame that allows development of subsequent variations on original themes and a positive investigational experience. In other specialties, requiring extensive night call, for example, the resident often must either interrupt clinical training for such research activity or supplement the standard training period to accomplish this challenging research goal should it be of interest.
The research opportunities available in radiation oncology are of particular interest to those individuals considering full-time academic careers as clinician scientists. Many basic research oriented medical students, often with formal Ph.D. level training, find opportunities to merge their clinical interests in oncology with a meaningful and productive academic translational research career quite appealing.
Although the perception of graduates regarding the availability of professional opportunities has fluctuated, and concern over manpower oversupply has been considered during the past decade, the current environment is such that graduates are generally satisfied with the job market in radiation oncology [6] .
The recent interest from U.S medical students in the field of radiation oncology is likely explained by a combination of factors. The discipline has now been established for nearly 40 years. Given the increased number of radiation oncology physicians, and the sharpened focus on multidisciplinary cancer treatment, students are more likely to acquire knowledge of the field during their medical school years or earlier. Despite the various reasons for this growth, the field has clearly become significantly more competitive over the past five years with respect to successful acceptance to training programs. Given the recent enhancement in competition for residency positions, the applicant pool is obviously stronger than previously recognized, which may have implications for developments downstream within the field. These facts and trends will hopefully be of use to future applicants, advisors, mentors, and deans of students when collectively formulating a career plan(s) for students considering the field of radiation oncology.
